INTRODUCTION
We consider stationary ergodic spin-flip systems on the infinite lattice. We estimate the occurrence time of an event E having a small probability with respect to the stationary measure.
Heuristics based on the ergodic theorem suggest that the occurrence time of a rare event should be roughly the inverse of the probability of the event itself. Moreover, provided that time correlations decay sufficiently fast, one expects the system to perform several 'independent' trials before entering E, which suggests that the occurrence time should be close to an exponential time. The mathematical problem is to show that these heuristics are true. Also, it is of interest to describe the typical behavior of the system just before E occurs for the first time (hitting path); this would allow, for example, to predict from observed data the occurrence of E.
Answers to these questions have been given for several classes of stochastic systems. Among the first results on the subject we mention [9] , where Markov chains with strong recurrence properties were considered. Later, the Freidlin and Wentzell theory [8] permitted a good understanding of occurrence times for small random perturbations of finite dimensional deterministic systems.
Quite related to [8] is the study of spin systems on a finite periodic lattice with mean field interaction, in the limit where the mesh of the lattice goes to zero. Results on the escape time from metastable states have been obtained for such systems with or without conservation of the particle number (see [ 1 ] or [2] respectively). Escape time from the basin of attraction of a metastable state has also been studied, with different techniques, for stochastic Ising models ([15, 16, 17] ) at very low temperature. In the case of finite Markov chains, deep results on occurrence time of rare events have been recently obtained in [19, 20] . Closer in spirit to our paper are the results in [12] and [6, 7] , where non conservative and conservative spin systems, respectively, are studied.
In this paper, the rare event E is expressed in terms of the empirical process (see (2. 3)), so that it may depend on any macroscopic observables.
Most of our results are proved under the assumption that the invariant measure for the system satisfies a Logarithmic Sobolev (L-S) inequality. The L-S inequality implies good mixing properties for the system, so that the asymptotics for the hitting time can be obtained by arguments close to the ones in [12] , where attractiveness is instead assumed. More [18] .
The path space for a spin flip system is the space of cadlag functions Estimate 2. -The contribution of X~ to the left hand side of (7.7) goes to 0 as n goes to infinity.
Proof. -We take care of the last term of (7.9) . For 
